This study aims to examine the role of the private sector in the provision of extension services, from the perspective of the services providers. The research's statistical population consists of ninety managers of agricultural and rural production cooperatives, private consultants, and wholesalers of fertilizers and pesticides in Urmia and Khuy counties (Iran). The results indicate that most of the respondents (77.8%) assess the quality of performance of private sector in the provision of extension services as moderate and higher and have a positive attitude (medium and high) towards more involvement of the private sector in the provision of such services.
INTRODUCTION
Today, in many developing countries, including Iran, agricultural extension activities are considered among the governmental tasks and agricultural extension services are always expected to be provided through the public entities (Hosseini et al., 2012) . On the other hand, several studies of the performance of extension agencies show that the public extension systems in the world face actually a lack of investment, difficulty in technologic development, and low participation of the beneficiaries (Zijp, 1992; World Bank, 1990; Kumar Parveen and Peshin, 2012) . The private sector model of agricultural extension is expanding in industrialized countries such as the Netherlands, New Zealand, United States, and more recently in some middle-income countries such as Chile and even low-income countries like Uganda. In this model, farmers are expected to pay some of the expenses for extension services, in order to reduce the financial burden on the government. So far, little evidence has been obtained to assess if small farmers could buy their way out of poverty by paying for extension services. Several researchers are developing an extension privatization document for Uganda, but a stable financial method for the private extension still has to be found (Eicher, 2007) .
The present scenarios for the improvement and management of private extension should seek to improve the delivery of agricultural information and recommendations, to achieve longterm goals and also to promote the capability of control and evaluation of farmers in the process of organizing the extension services. In this regard, it is necessary to consider the cost recovery and subsidy delivery programs as a transition level. In such cases, it is likely that, before the extension privatization develops, the extension services providers, both public and private sectors, start to offer a flexible mix of extension services (Hoseini and Sharifzadeh, 2008; Adejo et al., 2012) . As a result, considering the importance of the participation of rural beneficiaries and the need to intervene in the affairs, in order to solve the problems and deficiencies of the public sector in providing optimally and appropriately the extension services, new approaches -including extension privatization -should be searched (Shekara, 2001; Chapman and Tripp, 2003) . In discussing the agricultural extension, privatization in the broadest sense means to attract or enhance private sector participation; however, this explanation does not necessarily mean the assignment and transfer of stateowned assets to the private sector. In fact, privatization is a variety of measures in terms of cost recovery, commercialization, and other common approaches related to the privatization in the domain of advisory services for the improvement and promotion of agricultural extension (Pamela et al., 2003) . The lack of cost effectiveness and efficiency of the public extension agencies has been widely criticized. Therefore in this period of time, major changes such as structural reform, decentralization, and privatization have become necessary in the agricultural extension (Rivera, 1997; Kumar Parveen and Peshin, 2012) . Other reasons could be offered to plan and track the privatization of agricultural extension. The most important reason is the government tendency to spend relatively limited resources and budgets for agricultural extension (Saravanan, 2001; Prasad and Suleman Khan, 2001; Hosseini et al., 2012) .
When it comes to talk about privatization of agricultural extension, this necessarily implies the transfer of roles and responsibilities from government to the private sector. In fact in this process, a wide range of activities such as costs compensation, commercialization, and other alternative ways are used to improve the agricultural extension (Saravanan, 2001; Hosseini et al., 2012) . As a matter of fact, the extension privatization means taking advantage of a set of policies, activities, and strategies which will lead to renewing the financial and administrative structure and organization of the service. In this regard, we can refer to the transfer and assignment of financial and servicing responsibilities of the extension to the for-profit private sector, like firms involved in producing and distributing agricultural inputs, processing units and marketing of agricultural products, and to non-governmental organizations, like farmers' associations (Saravanan and Shivaling Govda, 2001; Adejo et al., 2012) . Considering the importance of the privatization of agricultural extension, several studies have been conducted in this area among which the following ones are worth to be mentioned. Farrokhi (2003) conducted a research examining the attitudes of experts and farmers in Elam Province towards the privatization of agricultural extension; the results indicated that 55.1% of the experts had a negative attitude and the balance had a partly positive or a positive attitude towards the privatization efficiency. Constraints and barriers to the privatization of agricultural extension from the experts' perspective in order of priority would include: economic situation of farmers does not allow such change, lack of the agents' precise knowledge of the methods farmers use and complete understanding of the shortcomings of methods they use, failure of farmers to take agricultural extension and education into account and lack of their correct understanding of the real role of education (either public or private) in the production process, farmers' lack of knowledge about the characteristics and circumstances of private extension, lack of efficient and skilled experts able to work in the private sector, and the farmers' inappropriate perception of the public extension that has also generalized this perception to the private extension. Based on the findings of this research, 72.5% of the farmers had negative and partly negative attitude and the balance had a partly positive or positive attitude towards the privatization services of agricultural extension.
The results of another research by Bahrami (2004) showed that there is no significant relationship between the age and the experience of educational and extensional activities of public extension authorities and their attitude towards the performance of private extension agencies. There is a positive and negative and significant relationship between the education level and the experience of educational and extensional activities of public extension authorities and their attitude towards the performance of private extension agencies, respectively. The main recommendations advanced by this author have been as follows: transfer activities to local entities, hold courses on the farm for graduates in the field of agriculture, provide greater participation of farmers and enhance the educational courses quality, build trust in the authorities and practitioners to transfer activities to local entities, tailor the contents and facilities of educational courses to the villagers' conditions, and inform villagers about the goals of the private extension agency.
According to the results of Rezaei's research (2006) carried out among the rice farmers of Zanjan Province, about 71% of respondents agree with offering services by the private sector and about 73% agree with the private sector employing advisors, about 51% believe that competition between the private and public sectors generally benefits the farmers, about 76% of respondents agree with paying for services provided by the private sector, and about 75% agree with making a contract for guaranteed products. The findings of the correlation analysis show that there is no significant relationship between the independent variables of village distance to services centers, familiarity of rice farmers with the public extension services, and the rice farmers' attitude towards the privatization of agricultural extension.
Bloom's study (1993) on the attitude of extension experts, managers, and clients towards the consulting services of private extension in New Zealand and Tasmania did not predict a bright future for services in the studied areas. The leaders of agricultural organizations believe that the extension policy dependent on remuneration had undermined the extension services in Tasmania. The organizational staff also stated that the new system of extension services has reduced their contact with farmers and had decreased their information resources. According to this study, since the start of commercial consulting services in New Zealand in 1985, the number of the clients and professional staff of extension have fallen by 50%. Hanchinal et al. (2001) concluded that extension agencies enjoy a more favorable attitude towards the privatization, so that 42.8% of extension personnel would prefer to privatize all products and the majority of extension personnel (66.7%) believe in privatizing the extension services in an advanced manner. Also, Chandra and Karthikayan (2001) concluded that most of the public agencies of agricultural extension have a favorable attitude towards the extension privatization.
The basic question remains whether in Iran, like in many other countries, the extension privatization could be adequately efficient or not? Consequently, the overall aim of this study has been to investigate the role of the private sector in the provision of extension services from the point of view of the agricultural extension services providers, in the counties of Urmia and Khuy (Iran). To achieve this, the following specific objectives are investigated:
• Attitude of the providers of agricultural extension services about the necessity of agricultural extension services and about the private extension performance;
• The respondents' attitude about using the private sector as the provider of agricultural extension services;
• The respondents' attitude towards the cooperation between the private and public sectors in the provision of services;
• The respondents' attitude towards the factors influencing the formation of the extension private sector;
• The attitude of extension services providers towards the costs adjustments associated with the private sector;
• The prioritizing of the extension methods in the private sector, in terms of their effectiveness for providing advice;
• The relationships between the views of respondents, with the possibility of using the agricultural extension private sector.
METHODOLOGY
This study is quantitative in terms of nature, applied in terms of goal, and a descriptive-survey in terms of data collection. The research's statistical population consisted of all providers of extension services, including the managers of agricultural and rural production cooperatives, private consultants of agricultural extension, and wholesalers of fertilizers and pesticides, in Urmia and Khuy counties, Western Aserbaidchan Province, Iran (N= 90); this number was estimated by the sample size census method ( Table  1 ). The main tool in the study was a researcher-made and pre-tested questionnaire for data collection. The questionnaire consisted of three parts: the first part was about the personal characteristics of the experts in the study; the second part was about the extension providers' attitude towards the cost balance in the private sector; and the third part was related to the items that assess factors influencing the formation of private extension. The variables were designed in the form of above-mentioned components, in a set of regular expressions with equal orders and rhymes, in the Likert scale (from very low to very high, in the range 1 to 5(. The data analysis was performed by using software SPSS17. The validity of questionnaire was confirmed based on the points of view of a group of teachers at the agricultural extension and education departments (Universities of Tehran and Sciences and Research) after the necessary amendments. To determine the reliability of the questionnaire, 30 questionnaires were first distributed to the study population among the respondents, through which the Cronbach's alpha coefficient was obtained for the study variables at the optimal level (up to 0.7), indicating good reliability of the questionnaire. Thus in the descriptive statistics section, mean, frequency, percentage, and standard deviation and in the inferential statistics section, correlation test were used.
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The highest frequency of the age range of respondents (48%) (Table 2 ) towards the necessity of agricultural extension services in the study regions and only 3.3% of them have a negative (low and very low) opinion. The majority of respondents (83.3%) assess the performance of private extension as medium and higher (Table 3 ) and only 16.7% of them consider it as low and very low.
Among respondents, 77.8% have a positive (medium or higher) view on using the private sector in the provision of agricultural extension services (Table 4 ) and only 22.2% of them have a negative (low and very low). The responses offered in Table 5 indicate that 67.8% of respondents agree that there should be cooperation between the private and public sectors in the provision of extension services, with only 32.2% of respondents who disagree(low and very low). In order to examine the respondents' opinion about the factors influencing the establishment of an efficient extension private sector, the Coefficient of Variables (CV) was used. The most important factors (Table 6 ) preventing the formation of private sector are the lack of financial resources and the incompatibility between the extension services and programs in the public sector with the individuals' needs.
Other factors, such as the priority of disadvantaged classes and of groups like ordinary farmers and absence of cover for those who require extension services in the public sector are less important for the formation of the extension private sector. The most important solutions for costs adjustment (Table 7) in the private sector, from the perspective of respondents, are "using active production ventures in agricultural products" and "requiring the agricultural services companies to undertake some of the extension tasks". Solutions such as "undertaking some of the extensional activities by the agricultural engineering" and "requiring the commercial companies of agricultural products to undertake some part of extension costs" appear to be less feasible. In order to prioritize the extension methods in the private sector to provide services, from the respondents' point of view, the coefficient of variables (CV) was used again. Education associated with practice can be regarded as the most effective extension method (Table 8) . Also according to the results, the group education extensional method is the last approach in terms of effectiveness. Table 9 -Relationship between some variables and possibility of using the private sector For investigating the relationships between the views of respondents, with the possibility of using the private sector, Spearman's correlation coefficient was used. The results in Table 9 indicate that statistically there are no significant relationships between the possibility of using the private sector and the education level and work experience.
However, there are positive and significant relationships between the possibility of using the private sector and the respondents' attitude in relation to the necessity of agricultural extension services towards the private sector performance, as well as their attitude towards the cooperation between the private and public sectors. The Mann-Whitney U test has been also used to compare the respondents' view on the possibility of using the private sector with their main field of education; it comes out that there is a significant difference (Table 10 ) between the respondents' opinion and the main subject matter (major) of their degree. 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Considering the global tendency to more private involvement in the delivery of extension services, due to the inefficiency of the public extension agencies in many (not all) countries , increasing budget requirements of public extension and the need to improve the quality of the services, the privatization of agricultural extension is now considered a likely option also in Iran.
Obviously, one of the most important factors for the success of this privatization is that the involved parties accept it favorably, because if the involved parties do not welcome this evolution, it will ultimately fail. For some special groups of producers and in certain circumstances, the private extension agencies can be considered a significant supplement to the public extension agencies. Private organizations can have an extension role and play it acceptably, for special inputs and certain farmers in particular commodities and geographic areas. The involvement of private companies causes some mutual interests. Both the companies and the farmers could take advantage in various ways. However, this would be possible if the private organizations, on one hand, can transfer appropriate technology to farmers and on the other hand, if the private traders can facilitate the marketing of the output into the national food chains.
The results of this study show that the majority of individuals have a favorable attitude towards the private sector performance in relation to services provision and cooperation between the private and public sectors, for providing better agricultural extension services. The results of our study are consistent with the studies of Chandra and Karthikayan (2001) and Hanchinal et al. (2001) .
Moreover, the findings indicate that the most important factors preventing the formation of private sector are the lack of financial resources and the incompatibility between the extension services and programs in the public sector with the needs of farmers. Some aspects, such as the priority of disadvantaged classes, and groups like ordinary farmers and the absence of cover for those who require extension services in the public sector are less important in formation of the extension private sector. In addition, the most important entities for costs adjustment in the private sector are the use of active production units in the field and the involvement of the agricultural services companies to perform some of the extension tasks. The results in the section of the extension methods used by the private sector indicate that the education associated with practice can be regarded as the most effective extension method in providing services in the private sector. This outcome can be applied as an effective extension strategy of the local agricultural extension agencies. The results of correlation analysis indicate that statistically there is no significant relationships between the possibility of using the private sector with the education level and work experience. However, there are positive and significant relationships between the possibility of using the private sector and the respondents' attitude, in relation to the necessity of agricultural extension services towards the private sector performance, as well as their attitude towards the cooperation between the private and public sectors. The results of this section were consistent with the studies of Rezvanfar et al. (2007) and Hosseini et al. (2012) .
To move in the direction of further presence of private sector for the delivery of agricultural extension services, the following recommendations are proposed:
• In current conditions, for the private sector to enter the agricultural extension, the public sector should maintain an important role in funding, with the delivery assigned to the private sector (including subsidies paid to farmers);
• The relationship between the private extension agencies and the agricultural research and educational institutions should be strengthened, to make use of the latest innovations;
• The delivery of extension services should be delegated the consulting companies, agricultural units and associations, and private agricultural companies, so that the services provision is performed more efficiently in a private manner;
• The transfer of extension programs to active production units in the field of agricultural products and to the engineering services companies, in exchange for the payment by the government in the form of various projects, could be another option.
All these decisions would shift the presence of the Government from executive and implementation activities so that it could concentrate on policy elaboration, supervision and control. 
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